Considerable doubt and uncertainty, it seems, are at present affecting the mind of Government relative to the advisability, or not, of permitting the emigration of North-Western Province coolies to Assam ; but I think I shall be able to show, that to stay their emigrating altogether, would be wrong to both the planters and the coolies themselves. I must however, in justice, say that I some time back was of a contrary opinion to Avhat I am now, and would have then put a veto on their emigrating here. ^But a fault confessed is a fault almost pardoned. What I would do, is not to entirely prevent them coming here, but to place certain restrictions as to where they should go and where not. There are parts of Upper Assam that are quite unsuited to them. The North-Western Province coolie is one whose normal state of existence is that of living in a widely cultivated district, where it is quite the exception to come across jungle tracts, such as we have here. In fact, what he has been used to up-country is totally at variance with what he finds here; besides which, in his own part of India, he is in the neighbourhood of large towns or villages, where he can obtain the food he more particularly requires, and certain luxuries he has a fancy for. Therefore, give him here, in Assam, the same opportunities of acquiring these, and he will do as well as in his own country, provided, of course, he arrives in the country at a proper season of the year, and is of a proper
habit of body.
Of course, in thi3 as in all questions, there is a diversity of opinion?some going so far as to say, allow no North-Western Province coolies to emigrate here; per contra, others say, by all means do. The kernel of this hard nut lies in the happy medium. Give the North-Western Province man opportunity to obtain what he requires, and he will do as well as anybody else, provided, of course, that due and proper care is taken with regard to where he lives, in the selection of good site3 for the lines, and further, that he is originally of a healthy body. During the rains at first out-door work in the cultivation of tea does not, it seems, suit him, and I believe, as a rule, most managers contrive to find in-door work for him in the tea-house, &c.; but let him become acclimatized, and he does equally as well as his jungly brother.
The days of the sort of ' blood and iron policy' that heretofore existed up here are, thank God, past and gone, and will never return.
Most managers are fully alive to the fact, that it is to their own interest to take care of their people, and are a kindhearted and thoughtful set of men. I do not wish to hurt the feelings of Exeter Hall in making the following quotation of a homely saying'A merciful man is merciful to his beast,' but it exactly expresses the wishes of tea-planters, and therefore, if I may be permitted to say it, our legislation in this matter, a8 in all others, is bad and to be prohibited.
Secondly.?Let the coolie arrive at a proper time of the year. He is easily affected and rendered down-hearted on first arriving in Assam, if he arrives during the rains, and more particularly if he has to march through the country any distance to get to the plantation. I know from personal experience the utter feeling of mental prostration?not to say bodily discomfort?that affects myself in riding alone through the jungles of Assam? nothing hut thick, impenetrable jungle lining each side of the road, in which you can't see a yard; not a sound to break the monotony of the dead silence that surrounds you, except the falling of the rain and the occasional sound of one's horse's feet, and owing to the weeds that is not always perceptible. I merely mention this as an instance, that if it affects a European who might be supposed to have better mental amusement in his own thoughts and in the performance of his duties, whilst he is at the same time getting faster over the ground, how much more must it affect a coolie arriving in a terra incognita, and one so different to his own. Therefore, I say, preclude the arrival of coolies almost entirely during the rains, and only allow them to arrive during the cold and dry weather, except in some rare instances. I am not sure whether it might not be as well to see if they could not be marched up, instead of arriving in a steamer. I thoroughly believe that less mortality would ensue, and the coolies themselves would be in a better state of body to resist the climate of Assam ; besides which, mentally they would have become accustomed and familiarized with the appearance of the country.
The sedentary life on board, the overabundance of food, very often cooked in a manner they don't like, the noise and bustle, to let alone the dust and dirt inseparable from a steamer,?these all more or less affect them.
I have reason to believe that North-Western Province coolies emigrate in considerable numbers to Demerara, a country not at all unlike Assam in many respects ; it would be exceedingly interesting to obtain statistics as to the mortality and general healthiness of them, so as to see if they suffer more or less there than here.
But above all, what I want to see more than anything else, is a proper and careful examination of all coolies before leaving for Assam. I have often wondered that the planters themselves don't in their own interest appoint a medical man with a proper staff of native doctors under him to examine individually each coolie. Further, I should like to see a central depot established, similar in fact to the depots of the different West Indian agents and that of the Mauritius. I speak under correction, when I say I think it is feasible. But 1 would ask,?is it a sine quA non that emigrants for Assam should go to Calcutta? Could they not be marched straight across country, and so avoid the mischief they cannot help receiving in a large city like Calcutta. 1 am not quite well acquainted with the exact line of country; but fancy there is no difficulty in their coming that way instead of through Calcutta, and even then a central depot on the direct road could be established, to which, if considered absolutely necessary, they might in the first place be sent. But even then, I believe, all intending emigrants are examined in their own districts both as to their willingness to emigrate and their physical state, wherefore I would ask the necessity for sending them round by Calcutta ? I append a statement showing the deaths amongst tho North-Western Province coolies on 90 gardens, by which it will be seen, comparing them with other coolies, that the mortality is not excessive amongst them ; ergo,?why therefore stop their emigrating? During my next tour of inspection I intend making careful enquiries at each garden on the annual state of health of the different coolies, and will forward you the information if you think it worthy of insertion.
